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The lack of job and advancement opportunities at large, 

traditional law firms, coupled with the reality that many in-

dividuals who need legal representation can’t afford a tra-

ditional attorney, has motivated some recent law 

school graduates to explore unconventional career 

paths as independent practitioners of public interest 

law.1 

Existing Models 

       Historically, the provision of legal services to low- 

and moderate-income individuals has fallen almost 

exclusively to regional nonprofit legal-aid organiza-

tions, whose reach and effectiveness have often been 

limited by scarce government/grant funding and over-

whelming demand.2 However, where public programs 

have traditionally struggled, private nonprofit law 

firms have thrived and proven to be a viable business 

option for socially-conscious legal entrepreneurs.3    

       In the last several years, a number of law schools and 

bar associations, like Arizona State University and 

the Chicago Bar Foundation, have recognized the 

benefits of promoting public interest law practice, 

setting up their own nonprofit firms and “low-bono” 

incubator programs to help law students gain real-

world experience representing clients at reduced hourly 

rates—simultaneously making legal representation 

more accessible to the general public.4  

       Many young attorneys have since duplicated  

this business model on a smaller scale, capitalizing 

on its client appeal and economic advantages.5 Open 

Legal Services, for instance, a nonprofit public inter-

est firm started by two University of Utah law grad-

uates in 2013, determines their clients’ hourly rates using 

a sliding scale that’s based on household income. 

Other firms have adopted low flat fees for standard ser-

vices.6 

Risks and Rewards 

       In order to determine if establishing a nonprofit firm is 

the right move, attorneys need to consider both the benefits 

and challenges that are unique to this venture. For instance, 

working at below-average rates entails an obvious financial 

sacrifice, which can be hard to swallow when faced with the 

reality of start-up costs, marketing fees, and student loan 

bills. But on the bright side, nonprofit practice attorneys en-

joy exemption from some taxes and are eligible for student 

loan forgiveness after ten years of regular payments.7   

       Most attorneys interested in opening nonprofit public 

interest firms are largely motivated by their desire to make a 

difference in the world, and while protecting the legal rights 

of the underprivileged can be very gratifying, it can also take 

an emotional toll over time. At the end of the day, attorneys 

must be willing to reconcile the perks of nonprofit firm 

ownership (like the freedom to set one’s own caseload) with 

the pitfalls (like all the extra business-related responsibility).8  

Creating a Business Plan 

       Careful preparation is key to establishing any kind of 

successful law firm, and nonprofit public interest firms are 

no exception. An important first step is drafting a mission 

or purpose statement to help clarify the firm’s in-

tended target market and area of practice expertise. 

Research into regional market demographics (like 

median income and cost of living) is recommended 

to help determine demand and the best way to set rates. 

       Getting the perspective of a seasoned attorney can also 

prove  insightful—especially in regards to budgeting and  

staffing considerations. In general, building a support net-

work can help attorneys 

approach nonprofit firm 

ownership with pragma-

tism and confidence.9    
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